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My thesis examines the reactions of women writers, between 1833 and 1921, to 
Tennyson’s Elaine and Guinevere. I explore how the Elaine poems and short stories of 
L.E.L., Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, L.M. Montgomery, Edna St. Vincent Millay, and Aline 
Kilmer all respond to Tennyson’s “The Lady of Shalott” and the Idyll “Lancelot and Elaine.” 
I also explore how M.A. Braddon, Violet Fane, Phelps, and Sara Teasdale respond through 
their poems and short stories to Tennyson’s Guinevere in Idylls of the King. I argue that 
while all of these women writers draw on Tennyson’s characterizations of these women, they 
also react against him. The women writers who respond to Elaine react against Tennyson as 
if he were a Lancelot figure, a distant observer unwilling or incapable of emotion toward 
Elaine’s death. In the Elaines that they recreate, they seek to reclaim her power from 
Lancelot and Tennyson; they recreate her as something more than a beautiful object. 
Similarly, the women writers who react to Guinevere see Tennyson as an Arthur figure, a 
judge who leaves Guinevere groveling on the floor. They seek to restore Guinevere’s pride
and sense of self-worth in their recreations of her. While all of these women emulate
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Tennyson in some way, they rebel against him as well, as if to recreate themselves in the role 
of female artists -  something Tennyson denies his Elaine characters.
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Alfred, Lord Tennyson had long thought about writing an epic Arthurian poem 
before he actually began work on Idylls of the King. Arthurian themes had intrigued 
Tennyson as early as 1833, when he published his first version of “The Lady of Shalott” 
(revised in 1842 to the version most popular today). In 1842, he published “Morte 
d’Arthur,” which would later develop into the last idyll for Idylls o f the King, “The
Passing of Arthur.” Tennyson did not begin work on the epic poem until 1856, in the 
middle of his career, after he had already had considerable success with poems like “In 
Memoriam” and “Maud.” The complete Idylls of the King as we know it today with its 
twelve idylls was not complete until 1885, when Tennyson published the final idyll, 
“Balin and Balan” (Gray 9).
When Tennyson published his first four Arthurian idylls, then entitled “Enid,” 
“Vivien,” “Elaine,” and “Guinevere” in 1859, they sold very well. Forty thousand copies 
were printed of this first edition, and 10,000 sold in the first week after their publication. 
The critical reviews were also mostly positive. Many of Tennyson’s readers particularly
enjoyed “Guinevere” and Arthur’s speech to her, as she lies prostrate at his feet (Martin 
423). In 1872, Tennyson published all of the idylls except “Balin and Balan” under the
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title Idylls of the King. This volume too sold very well and became one of his most 
popular publications. While not all of Tennyson’s literary contemporaries were 
enthralled with Idylls of the King, everyone was reading him (499). Many of those 
people reading Tennyson were women writers and poets.
Several British and American women wrote Arthurian poems and short stories in 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.1 They would have had to have been writing 
in a vacuum not to be influenced by Tennyson. These women writers were particularly 
interested in female characters of the Arthurian legends, especially Elaine and Guinevere 
who figure so prominently in Tennyson.2 Women like L.E.L., Elizabeth Stuart Phelps,3 
Lucy Maud Montgomery, Edna St. Vincent Millay, and Aline Kilmer responded to 
Tennyson’s Elaine figures in “The Lady of Shalott” and in Idylls of the King, while M.E. 
Braddon, Violet Fane, Phelps, and Sara Teasdale responded to Tennyson’s Guinevere in 
Idylls. While these women often draw on Tennyson for their characterizations of Elaine 
and Guinevere, they also react against him. Sometimes, as with Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, 
this reaction against Tennyson is a vehement one. Yet, for the most part these women do 
not respond with hostile anger but with the need to recreate these women by taking some 
of Tennyson’s characterization and expanding it, making Elaine and Guinevere more
1 This paper will discuss only those Arthurian women writers who wrote about Elaine and Guinevere in 
poetry or short stories from 1833, when “The Lady of Shalott” was published along with L.E.L’s “A 
Legend of Tintagel Castle,” until 1921 when Aline Kilmer published “For All Ladies of Shalott” and Sara 
Teasdale published “Guenevere.” See Arthurian Literature by Women or the Camelot Project Web site 
sponsored by the University of Rochester (www.ub.rug.nl/camelot/cphome.stm) for more Arthurian 
literature, including drama, by women. Also, there are extensive, albeit not complete, bibliographies of 
Arthurian literature by women at the end of the Lupacks’ anthology.
2 Arthurian writers tend to spell the queen’s name differently. When talking about an individual text, I will 
use the spelling that that particular author uses. When talking about her character in general, I will use 
Tennyson’s spelling: “Guinevere.”
3 Note that this is Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, the daughter, not the mother whose name the daughter adopted. 
Some critics apply the name Ward to the end of the daughter’s name to distinguish her from her mother, 
but as my sources did not, I will not either.
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sympathetic, assertive, and human, and less romantic, passive, and guilty. As female 
artists themselves, they feel the need to reclaim Elaine’s power, and as passionate 
women, they need to reclaim Guinevere’s right for passion. When recreating Elaine, they 
respond to Tennyson as if he were a Lancelot figure, someone who observes Elaine but 
cannot love her or feel truly emotional about her or her death. When recreating 
Guinevere, they respond to Tennyson as an Arthur figure, someone who too quick to 
judge the queen and punish her for her sins.
RECREATING ELAINE AND GUINEVERE
In 1999, Alan and Barbara Lupack compiled the first anthology of Arthurian 
literature written by women. Their introduction to Arthurian Literature by Women 
argues that Arthuriana composed by women has become a “forgotten tradition.” Not 
only do male characters dominate the actual myths, male authors like Malory, Tennyson, 
and White have dominated the writing of Arthurian literature. The Lupacks further point 
out that even critics who are concerned with women’s issues analyze the female 
characters in Arthurian literature written by men rather than delve into the forgotten 
Arthurian literature by women. They note that women have been writing Arthurian 
literature since at least the early nineteenth century. Most of these women writers are not 
canonical, but some like M.E. Braddon and Sara Teasdale were highly popular in their 
day (3). Others, like Aline Kilmer or Violet Fane, are more obscure writers who have
only recently been rediscovered (4).
The Lupacks argue that women writers of Arthuriana are more inclined than men
to alter the traditional Arthurian stories in their retelling. While many male authors have 
done the same, the Lupacks contend that because women have always been so ostracized 
from the Arthurian tradition they are more inclined to manipulate the legends for their
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purposes (4). Often this purpose is to retell a story from a female character’s point of 
view. The Lupacks also argue that American writers are more inclined to reinvent the 
Arthurian legends in order to make them apart of their heritage (4). Most of the women 
writers discussed in this paper are American women wanting to be a part of this 
Arthurian tradition long dominated by British men.
Two of the Arthurian female characters to whom so many women writers have
responded are also two of the women more prominent in Tennyson: Elaine and
Guinevere, the two very different women who love Lancelot. Tennyson immortalized the 
image of Elaine of Astolat, also known as the Lady of Shalott, with his depiction of her 
dead body on the barge floating downstream to Camelot. This image haunted many 
painters as well, including Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Edward Burne-Jones, and John
Waterhouse. Not only does the image of Elaine fascinate readers, so do her story of 
unrequited love for Lancelot, her isolation from the outside world, and her role as female 
artist. Guinevere is even more compelling because she plays such an integral role in the 
story of Camelot and its downfall. As the wife of the king and the lover of his best friend 
and knight, her situation in Camelot is pivotal to Arthurian legend. Tennyson’s
Guinevere in particular is fascinating, for he makes it a point to blame her for the fall of
Camelot. Tennyson created the scene in which Arthur visits Guinevere in the convent
and passes judgement on her as she lies on the floor at his feet.
Tennyson gives his female characters, including Elaine and Guinevere, much
more attention than did Malory in the 1400s. Tennyson’s female protagonists are not flat, 
underdeveloped characters who suddenly appear, as they do in Malory. For example, 
Malory’s Elaine is a rather unsympathetic and desperate character who blames Lancelot
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for her death. Tennyson’s Elaine, while based on Malory’s, is much more sympathetic. 
His first words describing her in Idylls of the King are “Elaine the fair, Elaine the 
lovable, I Elaine, the lily maid of Astolat” (lines 1-2). She also plays a more active role in 
Tennyson’s story. Tennyson has Elaine, not a hermit, save Lancelot’s life. Tennyson 
also downplays Elaine’s desperation and has her heroically defend Lancelot from any 
blame for her death. Tennyson also recreates the legend in relation to Victorian morality. 
Malory’s Elaine offers to be Lancelot’s mistress. Tennyson wants Elaine to be innocent
and pure so he changes this offer into a request merely to following Lancelot in his
travels. Tennyson also emphasizes Guinevere’s guilt more than Malory does.
Although Tennyson does give more attention to female characters -  they receive
more attention than the king himself -  his own attitude toward them seems conflicted.
Tennyson’s original four idylls were all named after the female characters on whom he
focused: Elaine, Guinevere, Vivien, and Enid. Later, though, Tennyson must have
reconsidered this precedence of the female, for he altered the names of the idylls, adding 
to each the name of its protagonist and giving him precedence over the woman (with the 
exception of “Guinevere” who remained alone): “Lancelot and Elaine,” “Merlin and
Vivien,” and “Geraint and Enid.” The new titles take some of the attention from the
female characters. Just as Tennyson seems conflicted about the role of the female in the 
titles of his idylls, so does he seem about their role in the text. The fact that Guinevere
still remains alone does not necessarily mean that Tennyson values her more than the 
other female characters. He does value her importance, but it is her importance as the
cause of the demise of Camelot. That fact that her name alone is in this title suggests that 
she alone is responsible. Tennyson and Arthur judge only Guinevere in this idyll; they
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say nothing of Lancelot’s guilt, a fact which may explain why his name is not included in 
the title. As for Arthur’s name, perhaps Tennyson thought that the name of the 
“blameless king”4 should not stand beside the name of his “wicked queen,”5 even if his 
were to come first. Although Tennyson develops his female characters, they are not the 
most powerful characters to him. He leaves opportunities for women poets to recreate 
these characters and give them back their power.
When Tennyson wrote “The Lady of Shalott” in 1833 he did not know that his 
title character was the same as Malory’s Elaine of Astolat. He did know that the two 
were one and the same by the time he composed the idyll “Elaine,” later called “Lancelot
and Elaine.” His two versions of her story share some basic similarities as well as vast 
differences. Both “The Lady of Shalott” and “Lancelot and Elaine” isolate Elaine from
the world in some way. In the former, she is completely isolated from the outside world 
as she weaves in her tower, with her mirror as her only connection to the outer world: 
“And moving thro’ a mirror clear I That hangs before her all the year, I Shadows of the 
world appear.”6 In the latter version, Elaine lives with her father in the remote castle of 
Astolat and resides alone in her own tower where she keeps Lancelot’s shield.
Also in both poems, the Elaine figure abandons her isolation for love of Lancelot.
The Lady of Shalott becomes tired of seeing the world through images. After she sees
the happy lovers newly married, she says, “I am half-sick of shadows.” When she sees 
the image of Lancelot riding to Camelot, she decides to leave her tower and her weaving 
and follow him, for “she hath no loyal knight and true.” In “Lancelot and Elaine,” Elaine
4 See Fane’s “Lancelot and Guinevere” line 8 and Phelps’ “The True Story of Guenever.”
5 See Tennyson’s “Guinevere” line 207.
6 All quotations from “The Lady of Shalott” come from A Choice o f Tennyson’s Verse, pages 79-85.
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falls in love with Lancelot when he seeks shelter in her father’s home. When he is 
missing and wounded, Elaine begs her father to allow her to search for him and give him 
the diamond, the fruit of his victory at the tournament, which Gawain has entrusted to her 
care. Elaine implores her father, “for I needs must hence / And find that other [Lancelot], 
whereso’er he be, I And with mine own hand give his diamond to him [. . .] let me hence I 
I pray you” (lines 753-55, 764-5). For the first time in her life, she journeys away from
her isolated world out of love for Lancelot.
Sadly, their movement from their inner world to the outer world kills both Elaine 
figures. When the Lady of Shalott leaves her weaving, a curse comes upon her: “Out 
flew the web and floated wide; I The mirror cracked from side to side; I ‘The curse is 
upon me,’ cried I The Lady of Shalott.” As she float down to Camelot in her barge, she 
knows she will die. She writes her name on the prow of the boat so the courtiers can 
identify her and then waits for her death, for she is “Like some bold seer in a trance, I
Seeing all his own mischance.” Elaine, too, dies because of her active search for Lancelot 
in the outside world. As she first leaves on her journey, Elaine has the feeling that death 
will come to her. Her father responds to her entreaties to leave by saying “being so very 
wilful you must go,” and her heart in turn tells her that “being so very wilful you must 
die” (776, 778). Her desire to leave, to seek willfully outside adventure, is what kills her.
Each woman meets her Lancelot for the last time in death, as her body rests on the
boat that has carried her to him. The Lady of Shalott dies on the boat as she sings. Then 
the barge reaches Camelot after her death: “Under tower and balcony, I By garden-wall 
and gallery, / A gleaming shape she floated by, / Dead-pale between the houses high, /
Silent into Camelot.” The lords and ladies of the court come to see her, and Lancelot,
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having never met her or known of her love, remarks upon her beauty. This scene in 
which Lancelot observes the beauty of the dead Elaine has disturbed many critics. In 
their 1996 article “Looking at Elaine: Keats, Tennyson, and the Directions of the Poetic 
Gaze,” Constance W. Hassett and James Richardson explore how Elaine’s body becomes 
an object of art, something beautiful to be gazed upon. The abrupt conclusion to the 
poem with Lancelot’s observations suggests that Elaine dies so that Lancelot can look at
her; she is “killed into art” (288, 299).
The other Elaine, too, sings a death song shortly before her demise. She dies 
before her river voyage begins, but before her death she gives strict instructions to her 
father to send her body to Lancelot and Camelot. Lancelot sees her body as he speaks 
with Guinevere, trying to convince her that he does not love Elaine. Then he, Gawain,
Guinevere, and the whole court pay their respects to the dead Elaine. Like her 
counterpart in “The Lady of Shalott,” this dead Elaine is also gazed upon.
In both of his versions of Elaine’s story, Tennyson presents the idea that her death 
is fated. The physical actions of the lily maid causes her to leave her world, pursue
Lancelot, and die, yet there is always a sense that these actions were fated, that her death
is not entirely her own fault. The Lady of Shalott knows that a curse will come upon her 
if she leaves her weaving: “There she weaves by night and day I A magic web with
colours gay. I She has heard a whisper say, I A curse is on her if she stay I To look down 
to Camelot.” In her mirror, she sees “a funeral, [that] with plumes and lights I And
music, went to Camelot” like a vision of her own unhappy fate. Elaine of the Idyll, too,
senses that if she leaves Astolat, she chooses death. Later, when she discovers that her
love is not returned, she knows her fate is death. “Must I die?” Elaine asks herself, as if
reluctant (894). Then she repeats to herself again and again “him or death,” becoming 
more resigned to her fate (897).
Both Elaines are also artist figures. The Lady of Shalott must perform her art, her 
weaving, away from the world, completely cut off from it. Yet the very nature of her art 
requires inspiration from the happenings of the outer world, so she weaves the “shadows 
of the world” she sees in her mirror: “But in her web she still delights I to weave the 
mirror’s magic sights.” When she leaves her art to enter the outside world, she dies.
Tennyson’s artist figure must choose between isolation and death. The Lady of Shalott 
represents not only the artist, but also the female artist in particular. One cannot ignore 
the fact this isolated artist is a woman, and many critics have argued that Tennyson 
makes a direct ultimatum for women artists especially.7 The Elaine of the Idyll is also an 
artist in her way. She makes a cover for Lancelot’s shield “and braided thereupon / All 
the devices blazon’d on the shield” (8-9). Elaine also designs a border “of branch and 
flower” (11). Her needlework is not unlike the Lady of Shalott’s weaving. However, we 
never hear of her performing her art in any context not related to Lancelot, as if her 
inspiration only comes from him. This Elaine as artist figure also poses interesting
questions for the role of women artists, for she needs a man to inspire her art.
As Tennyson’s “Lancelot and Elaine” is more in line with Malory’s Elaine,
obvious differences exist between “The Lady of Shalott” and the Idyll. In the former, she
never meets Lancelot, for she is completely cut off from the world. In the latter, Elaine 
not only meets Lancelot but also inspires his respect and admiration. Lancelot defends
her beauty to her teasing brother: “If what is fair be but for what is fair, / And only
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queens are to be counted so, I Rash were my judgement then, who deem this maid I 
Might wear as fair a jewel as is on earth, / Not violating the bond of like to like” (236-
240). He even muses that if it were not for Guinevere, he would love Elaine with his
whole heart: “And peradventure had he seen her first / She might have made this and that
other world I Another world for the sick man; but now / The shackles of an old love
straighten’d him” (867-70). Also, Lancelot acknowledges how well Elaine loves him,
commenting that she loves him better than the queen. Lancelot even trusts her with his 
shield, the symbol of his identity, and agrees to wear her favor at the tournament.
This Elaine has a much more active role in the story and in Lancelot’s life. 
Tennyson describes her love for Lancelot in much more detail in the longer Idyll. The
Lady of Shalott sees Lancelot’s “coal-black curls” as he rides to Camelot, and then she
leaves her loom in the very next stanza. The Idyll allows Tennyson more time to develop 
Elaine’s love and explain how deep within her it runs. Elaine loves Lancelot for his
greatness and strength, “marr’d as he was” with the burden of his sin (253). She even
loves his changing moods, though she seeks to see him smile. She is the only woman 
whose favor Lancelot ever wears in tournament, and he cares for her deeply, something 
the distant Lancelot is not apt to do: “[Lancelot] held her tenderly, I And loved her with 
all love except the love I Of man and woman when they love their best” (862-64). When
he is wounded, it is Elaine who finds him, cares for him, and saves his life. This Elaine’s
death is more tragic because of her connection to Lancelot and the love that might have
been if not for Guinevere.
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7 For example, see Arthur Simpson’s “Elaine the Unfair, Elaine the unlovable: The socially Destructive
Artist/Woman in Idylls o f the King” in Modem Philology 89.3, 1992, pages 341-62.
Elaine of the Idyll also plays an active and vigorous role in planning her own 
death. While the Lady of Shalott impulsively leaves her tower, finds a boat, and then 
dies, Elaine plans her last visit to Lancelot in detail. She wants him to see what her love 
has done to her and her sorrow at his leaving her without bidding farewell. Elaine does 
not blame Lancelot; she simply wants the court to know her and her love. Elaine asks her 
father to send her body on the barge to Camelot and to have the mute servant guide it, for 
she wants the image of her dead body to speak for itself. With this request, Elaine 
recognizes the physical image of her own body as art, as if she knew that so many artists 
would want to paint her this way. In her strikingly artistic image of death, she hopes to
attract Lancelot and the court’s attention.
While this Elaine is a more developed and active character than the Lady of 
Shalott, Lancelot dominates the narrative even more than she. Tennyson’s Lancelot in 
“The Lady of Shalott” is only a remote character, a shadow in the mirror, but in the idyll, 
in whose title his name comes first, Lancelot plays a dominant role. Elaine must share 
her space in the story with Lancelot, as Tennyson describes at length the reason for his 
hidden identity, his actions at the tournament, and his quarrel with Guinevere. The idyll
closes not with a discussion of Elaine’s death or a musing by Lancelot on her face, but
with Lancelot’s sorrowful musing about the fate of his own soul because of his 
relationship with the queen: ‘“Alas for Arthur’s greatest knight, a man / Not after
Arthur’s heart! I needs must break I These bonds that so defame me’ [ . . .  ] So groan’d




The same year that Tennyson published his first version of “The Lady of Shalott” 
(1833) Letitia Elizabeth Landon, or L.E.L., published her own version of the story: “A 
Legend of Tintagel Castle.” Landon (1802-1838), a British poet and novelist who has 
recently been rediscovered by critics, was first published at a young age. Landon was 
acclaimed by critics for her romantic style in a time when the work of the great 
Romantics was fading and the Victorians had not yet come upon the literary scene 
(Schlueter). She published “A Legend of Tintagel Castle” in the Fisher’s Drawing Room 
Scrapbook, not knowing that Tennyson was publishing his own version of the story.
In “A Legend of Tintagel Castle,” Landon’s lady is a wood nymph, rather than a 
lily maid, and the story takes place near Tintagel Castle, instead of Camelot. The basic
story is similar to Tennyson’s, however: Lancelot comes riding and sees a beautiful 
maiden who leads him to her cave where “they might have been happy” if Lancelot had 
not felt the need to return to the outside world when he heard “the sound of the trumpet.”8 
He leaves her for Camelot and the queen, while she waits for him longingly. As he
kneels by Genevra (Guinevere), the maiden’s body comes floating along by the river in a
boat “towed by two swans,” and Lancelot weeps for her death.
While Roger Simpson points out in “Landon’s ‘A Legend of Tintagel Castle’: 
Another Analogue of Tennyson’s ‘The Lady of Shalott’” that neither Landon nor 
Tennyson were probably aware of the other’s poem at the time of publication, he also 
suggests that they both used the same Italian source, the “Cento Novells Antiche” as the 
impetus for their poems. Simpson argues that Landon’s analogue of Tennyson’s poem 
suggests that Tennyson’s subject matter was not as original as critics have considered,
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that he was not the one person responsible for a renewed interest in the medieval 
Arthurian tales in the nineteenth century. While Landon was not reacting against 
Tennyson’s portrayal of the Lady of Shalott, it is interesting to note how her story varies 
from his. Landon’s Lancelot is much less appealing to the reader than Tennyson’s, as 
Landon’s narrator clearly empathizes with the wood nymph. Tennyson’s Lancelot is a 
distant figure who is not to be blamed for the poor girl’s death and who is kind enough to 
comment on her beauty in her death. The lady only spies him riding to Camelot through 
her mirror: “A bow-shot from her bower-eaves, I He rode between the barley-sheaves, / 
The sun came dazzling thro’ the leaves, I and flamed upon the brazen greaves / Of bold 
Sir Lancelot.” Tennyson’s Lancelot never even meets the Lady of Shalott. When 
Landon’s Lancelot comes riding, however, he “crush[es] at each step by his proud 
courser’s feet” “the flowers of the forest [that] were many and sweet.” Riding through 
the serene forest, he does not mind that his horse destroys all of the flowers. This 
opening image of Landon’s poem foreshadows the ruin that will come to the maiden, just 
as the flowers are ruined. The narrator later reprimands Lancelot for not being content to
stay with the maid in her cave, accusing him of falsehood: “And the wood-nymph was
left as aye woman will be, I Who trusts her whole being, oh, false love, to thee.” Here, 
she not only criticizes Lancelot for leaving but also laments the foolish love of the wood
nymph.
Landon also places the blame for the maiden’s death on Lancelot, whereas
Tennyson remains neutral. Tennyson’s Lady of Shalott is fated to die if she ever leaves
her weaving, and when she does leave at the sight of Lancelot, she brings the curse upon
8 All quotations from “A Legend of Tintagel Castle” come from Arthurian Literature by Women, pages 51-
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herself: “She left the web, she left the loom, / She made three paces thro’ the room, / She 
saw the water-lily bloom, I She saw the helmet and the plume, / She look’d down to
Camelot. I Out flew the web and floated wide; I The mirror crack’d from side to side; /
‘The curse is come upon me,’ cried I The Lady of Shalott.” If Tennyson blames anyone
it would be a combination of fate for putting the Lady in this position and the Lady for
knowing that she would be cursed if she left. He does not in anyway blame Lancelot,
though.
Landon’s maiden, though, becomes cursed once Lancelot does the leaving. The
narrator reflects that if only he had not been restless, then they could have been happy:
“They might have been happy, if love could but learn / A lesson from some flowers, and
like their leaves turn I Round their own inward world, their own lone fragrant nest, /
Content with its sweetness, content with its rest.” It is Lancelot’s discontent that brings 
upon the maiden’s death, not her own discontent that brings upon the curse. Landon’s 
wood nymph is content to stay isolated from the world with Lancelot while Tennyson’s 
lily maid is not content to be isolated from the world, from Lancelot.
Tennyson and Landon also have very different attitudes toward the maiden’s 
death. Tennyson’s version of her death is romantic and unemotional, while Landon’s is 
more realistic and bitter. Tennyson’s description of the dead lily maid as “dead-pale,” 
but with a “lovely face” makes her death seem romantic. Landon describes the dead 
body more realistically, for her maiden has a “cold face” like a corpse. Nor does her 
maiden seem at peace, for “the blush and smile are both fled” from her face. Tennyson’s 
speaker remains unemotional about the death. His poem concludes with Lancelot’s
53
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musing upon the maid’s beauty: “But Lancelot mused a little space; I He said ‘She has a 
lovely face; I God in his mercy lend her grace, I The Lady of Shalott’.” The speaker 
does not interject again but is content to end with Lancelot’s thoughtful words. Landon’s 
speaker, though, comments bitterly at the end of the poem. Lancelot weeps at the 
maiden’s death, and the speaker laments that such a tragedy should have happened: “Too 
late we awake to regret -  but what tears / Can bring back the waste to our hearts and our 
years!” The speaker is troubled by this death. While Landon is not reacting to 
Tennyson’s Elaine, it is interesting to note that she does not project herself as a Lancelot 
figure the way Tennyson does. When Tennyson’s Lancelot rather unemotionally 
observes Elaine’s dead body and muses on her pretty face, Tennyson, as the speaker, is 
there with him observing Elaine dispassionately. Landon’s speaker, though, is far from a 
distant observer; she mourns this death and its pointless waste.
American writer Elizabeth Stuart Phelps (1844-1911) later had a strong reaction 
to the Elaine of “The Lady of Shalott.” Author of fifty-seven works of fiction, poetry, and 
essays, Phelps was an immensely prolific and popular writer in her day. After her death,
she drifted into obscurity until being rediscovered by feminist critics in the 1960s 
(Elbert). The romantic image of the pale, lovely Elaine in her flowing white robe as she
drifts to Camelot incensed Phelps just as much as it intrigued the Pre-Raphaelite artists. 
She did not accept Elaine’s being killed into art, that her body is something beautiful to 
observe. Phelps was an adamant social critic and feminist who “reveled in systematically 
dismantling reified systems of belief whenever she found them harmful or obsolete” 
(Gehrman 123). The image of the dead Lady of Shalott in her barge was just such an 
established symbol, a “central icon of the nineteenth century, enjoying a level of
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popularity among artists and poets similar to the fame of the Roman Catholic madonna 
throughout the Italian Renaissance” (123). The fervor for this image began with 
Tennyson’s poem, and Phelps’ short story of the same name, first published in the 
Independent in 1871, directly attacks Tennyson’s romantic version of the story and 
argues for social change at the same time.
Phelps sets the story in her own time, and the narrator informs us that “The Lady
of Shalott lived last summer in an attic, at the east end of South Street”(199). She is a
seventeen-year-old crippled girl who cannot even get out of bed or look out the window, 
“a fact which I think Mr. Tennyson has omitted to mention in his poem” (199). Phelps 
directly attacks Tennyson here for his failure to notice Elaine. Like Lancelot, Tennyson 
has neglected her, Phelps suggests. Phelps then presents her portrait of the Lady of 
Shalott as the “true” one. Not only is the real Lady of Shalott crippled, but she also lives 
in abject poverty in a slum that the narrator ironically calls the “palace.” Her sister Sary 
Jane supports them both with her needlework, although they are still very poor. Their 
palace is only twelve by nine feet, they have only the clothes on their backs, and they 
must share a lemon for dinner because that is all they can afford. The Lady of Shalott’s 
sole purpose for living is to look through her glass, a ten-by-six-inch mirror through
which she can see the outside world. She uses this small mirror to see out onto the street,
the good things and the bad: “All the world came for the Lady of Shalott into her little
looking-glass, -  the joy of it, the anguish of it, the hope and fear of it, the health and hurt”
(201). Through her glass, she sees starving children and many deaths but also things she 
cannot explain that give her joy, like the flower that Sary Jane brings home for her. The 
Lady of Shalott has never seen a real flower before. Then one day she sees a man, a
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doctor, who has come to the slum, but at that moment boys on the street throw a rock that
breaks the glass. The Lady of Shalott’s world is broken, she screams, and the doctor
comes to her side. Revolted and appalled by her neglected condition and horrible living 
conditions, the doctor vows to help her. He tells Sary Jane that her sister could be cured. 
But the Lady of Shalott cannot live without her glass, her window to the outside world. 
When the Board of Health and the doctor return days later, they are too late. She is dead.
Phelps’ Lady of Shalott is a far cry from Tennyson’s. She is not a romantic
figure, but a victim of a society that cloisters women and neglects the poor. She lives in a
slum, and the only flower she has ever seen was donated by the Flower Charity, while 
Tennyson’s Lady lives in a tower that “overlooks a space of flowers.” The Lupacks note 
that the dirty water hydrant in front of the slum replaces the river that flows beside 
Tennyson’s tower (17). In Phelps’ version, Sary Jane does the weaving because the Lady 
of Shalott cannot, yet this is not a romantic pastime as in Tennyson, but a necessity to 
make an underpaid living. Furthermore, Sary Jane is not an artist but a desperate member 
of the working class. These two sisters, unlike Tennyson’s Lady, do not have the option 
of being an artist, even an isolated one.
Both Ladies of Shalott rely on the mirror that connects them to the outside world.
Yet, as Jennifer Gehrman notes in ‘“I am Half Sick of Shadows: Elizabeth Stuart Phelps’ 
Ladies of Shalott,” the key difference in Phelps’ retelling of Tennyson’s story is that her 
Lady does not bring the curse onto herself. In Tennyson, the Lady of Shalott leaves her 
loom and brings on the curse, yet, in Phelps, she does nothing to cause her own demise 
(126). The glass is broken when the boys throw rocks. Through no act of her own, the
Lady’s already miserable life is brought to an end. The boys decide to throw rocks when
the strange doctor comes to the slum. This scene suggests that he, as a man and a 
member of the upper classes, is responsible for her death.
Also unlike Tennyson’s Lady, this girl does not long for her Lancelot -  the 
doctor. She wants only to be able to see the world through her glass. She does not think 
about how the man has promised to return and help her; she can only think of her broken 
glass. She tells her sister, “He will come back again. But my glass is broken” (209).
This last line she repeats again and again. Tennyson’s heroine feels the pull between the 
private and the public worlds and is punished when she seeks to leave her inner world. 
Phelps’ crippled girl wants only a connection -  her glass -  to the outer world to which
she is denied access.
Like Landon, Phelps finds fault with the Lancelot figure. The doctor returns too 
late with the Board of Health, and they are “stopped by another board” (209), the board 
on which the Lady’s body is carried out. This Lady of Shalott is not an object of art, nor 
is she gazed upon in her death. The doctor does not muse on her beauty or even weep as 
in Landon; he only remarks “We’re too late, I see” (209). Phelps condemns the Lancelot 
figure for his lack of emotion for her death, just as she condemns Tennyson for his lack 
of attention to the “real” Elaine. 9
Phelps again responds to Tennyson’s Elaine in her brief poem “Elaine and Elaine” 
first published in the Independent in 1883. This time she engages more with Tennyson’s 
other portrait of Elaine, in Idylls of the King. Like Tennyson, Phelps advocates Elaine’s 
coming to Lancelot in her death as her right. In “Lancelot and Elaine,” Tennyson’s
9 Phelps also has a social agenda here. In addition to attacking a patriarchal system that shuts women up in 
towers or slums, Phelps also condemns distant and apathetic attitudes, like that of this doctor, toward such 
social problems as poverty and lack of healthcare.
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Arthur orders that she be given a queenly burial so that all may know her story: “And let
the story of her dolorous voyage I For all true hearts be blazon’d on her tomb” (lines 
1332-3). Phelps’ speaker similarly welcomes Elaine as her body comes to Camelot: “Let 
her pass; it is her place. I Death hath given her this grace.”10 In both poems, Elaine, the 
lowly lily maid, is welcomed to Camelot and her story is told because she has died from 
her love. Only in death can she be heard.
In “Elaine and Elaine,” Phelps uses the original setting of the story instead of
displacing it into the nineteenth-century slums. Phelps still de-romanticizes Elaine’s 
death. Tennyson describes Elaine’s beauty and innocence in her death:
Then rose the dumb old servitor, and the dead,
Oar’d by the dumb, went upward with the flood -
In her right hand the lily, in her left
The letter -  all her bright hair streaming down -
And all the coverlid was cloth of gold
Drawn to her waist, and she herself in white
All but her face, and that clear-featured face
Was lovely, for she did not seem as dead,
But fast asleep, and lay as tho- she smiled. (1146-54)
Here, Tennyson expands on the first romantic image of the dead Elaine he gives in “The
Lady of Shalott.” While she is still clothed in the virginal white and still has a “lovely
face,” this Elaine holds a lily in one hand, and her letter in the other, and her face is also
“clear-featured,” as if she has not a care. In fact, she does not seem dead at all, but asleep
10 All quotations from “Elaine and Elaine” come from Arthurian Literature by Women, pages 197-8.
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and in a contented sleep at that because she smiles in her rest. In her poem, Phelps rejects 
this romantic image of the dead Elaine. Even more so than Landon, Phelps emphasizes 
the reality of death for Elaine. The first word of the poem is “dead”: “Dead, she drifted
to his feet. / Tell us, Love, is Death so sweet?” Phelps directly questions here the notion
that any death could be romantic whether that notion is Lancelot’s when he says she has
“a lovely face” in “The Lady of Shalott” or Tennyson’s when he says that Elaine “lay as 
tho’ she smiled.” Phelps rejects any romanticizing by these Lancelot figures and makes it 
a point to remind her readers that Elaine is definitely dead; this is not sleep.
Unlike Tennyson, Phelps also questions Lancelot’s motives. Tennyson makes it
clear in both of his poems that Lancelot is not to blame. In “The Lady of Shalott,” 
Lancelot did not even know Elaine. The Lancelot of the Idyll feels remorse at her death
and wishes he could have prevented it: “Tho’ had I dreamt the damsel would have died, I 
I might have put my wits to some rough use, I And help’d her from herself’ (1296-8). He 
also explains, though, that he is not to blame: “I swear by truth and knighthood that I 
gave I No cause, not willingly, for such a love [as Elaine’s]” (1288-9). Tennyson even 
has Elaine herself exempt Lancelot from any blame. She explains to her family that “it is
no more Lancelot’s fault I Not to love me, than it is mine to love / Him of all men”
(1068-70). Tennyson, as a Lancelot figure himself, does not seek to blame anyone, but 
Phelps is not content with that. The speaker of her poem asks Lancelot, “Wait you for 
her, Launcelot?”11 This question suggests that he may know or should know that Elaine’s 
love for him has killed her and that her body is coming to him. The poem also reveals
11 Note that Phelps spells his name “Launcelot.”
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that “he had loved her well” in life, so he must have known what she would do. Phelps
subtly suggests that Lancelot is at least partly to blame for this death.
Phelps’ speaker also reacts more emotionally to Elaine’s death than does
Tennyson’s. The speaker in “Lancelot and Elaine” never bemoans this death, never 
becomes angered by it. However, by the close of Phelps’ poem, the speaker has become 
bitter about Elaine’s death. Phelps, through her speaker, bitterly wonders whether any 
life or death is justified: “Oh! the river floweth fast. / Who is justified at last?” Like 
Landon, Phelps sees the pointlessness of Elaine’s death. At the same time, though, the 
speaker seems passive in her acceptance of this death in the last two lines of the poem: 
“Locked her lips are. If she I Sayeth nothing, how should we?” While bitter at the loss, 
the speaker is resigned to be silent since no one else is speaking out against it. If one 
looks at this poem in light of its reaction to Tennyson, one wonders if this bitter 
acceptance also characterizes Phelps’ attitude toward Tennyson. As a female poet 
reacting against Tennyson, Phelps may also be questioning Tennyson’s version of the 
story when the speaker asks who is justified. Phelps suggests that Tennyson may not be 
justified in the way he has Elaine die, but she finds it difficult to directly criticize him 
since Elaine’s lips are “locked.” As her speaker is uncomfortable with the death, Phelps 
is uncomfortable with Tennyson’s version but does not speak out against it. She does not 
change Elaine’s story here; Elaine still dies.
Canadian children’s writer Lucy Maud Montgomery (1874-1942) also responds to 
Tennyson’s Elaine, albeit briefly. Montgomery is best known for her “Anne books” 
starting with Anne of Green Gables, published in 1908, and continuing with seven 
sequels. In the chapter “The Unfortunate Lily Maid” in Anne of Green Gables, the overly
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imaginative Anne Shirley re-enacts the death of Elaine. This scene illustrates just how
powerful an icon Elaine’s death has become, especially for women. Anne and her friends 
Diana, Jane and Ruby consult Tennyson’s “Lancelot and Elaine” as they try to recreate 
the scene. All four girls are awed by Elaine’s romantic death, especially Anne. When
she read Tennyson for school, “she was devoured by secret regret that she had not been 
bom in Camelot” (222). One should note how concerned the girls are with the accuracy
of their re-enactment, as if any alteration would so change the effect of Elaine’s story. 
Anne even complains that Elaine should not have red hair, and Ruby tells her that she 
must smile because Tennyson says she does. While these girls long to recreate Elaine, 
they do not wish to deviate from Tennyson’s vision of her.
Montgomery, though, warns of the dangers of Anne’s overly wrought sense of 
romance in this chapter. At first, Anne delights in her role as Elaine as she floats down 
the water in her boat: “For a few minutes Anne, drifting slowly down, enjoyed the 
romance of her situation to the full. Then something happened not at all romantic. The 
flat began to leak” (224). Anne’s boat begins to sink, and she must climb up onto the 
bridge pile. Looking back on her experience, Anne says “it was a very unromantic 
position, but I didn’t think about that at the time. You don’t think much about romance 
when you have just escaped from a watery grave” (225). The lesson Anne learns here, 
she reflects later, is not to be too romantic. When she herself is confronted with a watery 
grave -  as Elaine is -  the idea does not sound so pleasant anymore. When the recreation 
becomes unpleasant, Anne rejects her role-play and saves herself by climbing onto the 
bridge pile. Montgomery’s Anne learns to see that Elaine is more than an image.
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American poet Edna St. Vincent Millay also wrote a poem in reaction to
Tennyson’s Elaine. Her “Elaine” was first published in 1921 in her collection of poetry
Second April. Millay enjoyed critical acclaim as an American lyric poet in the 1920’s
and 30’s and won the Pulitzer Prize for poetry in 1923 (Bloom). Millay’s “Elaine” is a
dramatic monologue spoken by the title character, allowing us to hear the story solely 
from her point of view. Unlike Phelps, Millay feels no qualms about changing Elaine’s 
fate; she does not die in this poem. Millay’s Elaine desperately pleads with Lancelot to 
return to her. We feel her longing, her pain at having lost him, and her willingness to be
used by him: “Oh, come again to Astolat! 11 will not ask you to be kind. / And you may 
go when you will go, / And I will stay behind.”12 She promises not to trouble him or ask 
him if he loves her. Her obsession with Lancelot becomes more perverse in the second 
half of the poem. She imagines that if he were to return to Astolat, thinking her dead, she
would hide and watch him look for her: “So wide shall be the garden-walk, I The garden- 
seat so wide, / You needs must think -  if you should think -  / The lily maid had died.” 
She wants him to think her dead, at least for a while, so she can spy on him: “Save that, a 
little way away, / I’d watch for you a little while I To see you speak, the way you speak, I 
And smile -  if you should smile.” This comment on Lancelot’s smile is reminiscent of 
Tennyson’s “Lancelot and Elaine.” In her observation of Lancelot, Tennyson’s Elaine is 
quick to notice when his smile fades: “She still took note that when the living smile / 
Died from his lips, across him came a cloud” (lines 321-22). Both Elaines look for this 
smile and for it to fade. Unlike Tennyson’s Elaine, though, Millay’s Elaine does not 
literally want to die of love for him, for that would prevent her from seeing his reaction.
12 All quotations from “Elaine” come from Arthurian Literature by Women, page 331.
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Millay draws on and expands the desperation of Tennyson’s Elaine. In “Lancelot
and Elaine,” the speaker twice tells us that Elaine “lived in fantasy” about Lancelot (27,
396). When he rejects her love and wish to be his wife, Elaine becomes so desperate that
she offers to be his servant: ‘“No, no,’ she cried, ‘I care not to be wife, / But to be with
you still, to see your face, I to serve you, and to follow you thro’ the world’” (932-4).
She would do anything just to be near him, but he rejects that too. Millay’s Elaine has
this same desperation, for she “will not ask you [Lancelot] to be kind.” She just wants
him to return.
Both Elaines also feel the need for Lancelot to react to their “deaths.” Tennyson’s
Elaine plans her own death voyage to Camelot at length, even writing a letter to Lancelot.
As she tells her family,
So let me hence that I may pass at last
Beyond the poplar and far up the flood,
Until I find the palace of the King.
There will I enter in among them all,
And no man there will dare to mock at me;
But there the fine Gawain will wonder at me,
And there the great sir Lancelot muse at me;
Gawain, who bad a thousand farewells to me,
Lancelot, who coldly went, not bad me one. (1042-1050)
Elaine seeks recognition not only from Lancelot who shunned her but also from Gawain 
and the whole court. She also desires Lancelot to muse upon her face the way he does in
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“The Lady of Shalott.” Millay’s Elaine, too, wants to know what Lancelot’s reaction to
her death would be, but she literally wants to see it.
The desperation of Elaine in Millay’s poem goes much deeper, though, than in 
Tennyson’s. Millay has Elaine become a kind of stalker, who wants to spy on Lancelot 
and see his reactions to her supposed death. Because she does not die, but would instead 
control Lancelot through her pretense, Millay’s Elaine regains some of power lost to
Tennyson’s Elaine. Though this Elaine is more powerful than the dead one in Tennyson, 
however, it is only in a lurid kind of way. Millay does succeed in changing Tennyson’s 
story and taking away control of the story, but her Elaine can only be powerful in a 
negative way, as if seizing the power from Tennyson and Lancelot were too difficult to
have it work otherwise.
In the same year that Millay published “Elaine,” Aline Kilmer (1888-1941) 
published “For All Ladies of Shalott” in her second published volume of poetry, Vigils. 
An American poet, Kilmer enjoyed some success in her time, but her editor father and 
poet husband always overshadowed her (Mainiero). In “For All Ladies of Shalott,” 
Kilmer directly retells Tennyson’s version of the story, as she weaves his lines from “The 
Lady of Shalott” with her own. Kilmer picks up Elaine’s story when the web floats out, 
the mirror cracks, and the curse comes upon her.
Lines from Tennyson are followed in Kilmer’s poem by a more intimate remark 
by the speaker, someone who knew Elaine, thereby setting up a decided contrast between 
Tennyson’s distant voice and the close one of Kilmer’s speaker. The first two lines of 
Kilmer’s poem read: “The web flew out and floated wide. / Poor lady! I was with her
then.”13 The speaker’s lament of “poor lady!” is much more personal in tone than the 
comments of Tennyson’s speaker, who always remains at a distance. In Kilmer, when 
the Lady of Shalott cries that the curse is upon her, the speaker responds, “Poor lady! I
had told her so.” The speaker sympathizes with her but regrets that she knew this would
happen. Tennyson’s speaker, too, knows that a curse would come to the Lady if she
stopped her weaving, though he never directly laments that he knew this would happen;
he always remains aloof.
In addition to using lines from Tennyson to create a more personal speaker,
Kilmer reacts to Tennyson’s treatment of the female artist in “The Lady of Shalott.” The
title of the poem suggests that many women are Ladies of Shalott, artists forced to choose
between isolation and death. Unlike some of the poems of other women writers,
Kilmer’s poem does not focus on Elaine’s death but on her untimely loss of her art. The
speaker sympathizes with Elaine for losing her weaving: “She gathered up her piteous 
pride, I But she could never weave again.” Kilmer’s speaker regrets that Elaine cannot 
weave again, not that she cannot be with Lancelot. In fact, Lancelot does not even appear 
in this poem. The tragedy is that this artist has lost her art, though she bears it well: “She 
was so proud: she would not hide.” Instead of openly singing as she does in Tennyson, 
this Elaine “trie[s] to sing,” but the word “try” implies that she is not very successful. 
Again, though, Elaine is singing a death song not because of her unrequited love for 
Lancelot but for her lost art. She laughs and tries to sing in her proud effort to bear this
loss.
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13 All quotations from “For All Ladies of Shalott” come from Arthurian Literature by Women, page 329.
In the last stanza, Kilmer’s speaker tells us that “singing, in her song she died. I 
She did not profit anything" (emphasis in original).14 This last line in italics reacts to the 
waste of Elaine’s losing her weaving. Elaine gives up her art for an image of something 
that she can never have, something that can never be realized. Thus, her loss is all for 
nothing. As a female artist herself, Kilmer feels sympathy for this woman who has lost
her fulfillment and purpose in life. Her title further suggests that her poem is a message
to other female artists contemplating the costs of keeping their art. Elaine gives hers up
for a man and look what it gets her.
Just as women writers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, had strong
reactions to Tennyson’s portrayals of Elaine, so did they to his Guinevere. A reoccurring 
character throughout the idylls, Guinevere receives her most detailed attention from 
Tennyson in the idyll named after her. In “Guinevere,” she has fled to the convent at 
Almesbury because Arthur has discovered her relationship with Lancelot. A young 
novice unknowingly tortures her with talk of the sinful queen, while Guinevere punishes 
herself as well since she cannot help thinking of Lancelot. Then, in a scene original in 
Tennyson, Arthur comes to see Guinevere and chastises her for her sins as she grovels at 
his feet. Despite his judgment of her, he says that he still loves her, though he cannot 
take her back. He leaves without her saying a word in response. When he has gone, she 
vows to improve her soul. The speaker of the poem informs us that because of her pious 
struggle, Guinevere is later chosen as Abbess of the convent. What women have most 
objected to in Tennyson’s “Guinevere” is Arthur’s condescending judgment of 
Guinevere. Furthermore, they object to Tennyson’s alliance with Arthur concerning
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14 This idea of profit is very Tennysonian. See Guinevere’s comments in “Guinevere” lines 652-3.
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Guinevere’s guilt and need to be redeemed. Even Tennyson’s minor characters, like 
Tristram in “The Last Tournament,” blame Guinevere for the moral decay in Camelot.15 
Furthermore, through the character of the novice, Tennyson suggests that Guinevere’s sin
has an effect on all women: “This is all women’s grief, I That she is woman, whose 
disloyal life I Hath wrought confusion in the Table Round” (216-18). All women should 
grieve because Guinevere’s sin has tainted all womanhood, made them suspect to the
same sin. The novice’s remark makes Guinevere an Eve figure, someone all women
should try not to be. When responding to Tennyson’s Guinevere, therefore, these women 
writers also respond to Tennyson as an Arthur figure, a moral judge towering over the
penitent Guinevere.
Just two years after Tennyson first published “Guinevere,” Mary Elizabeth
Braddon (1835-1915) published her poem “Queen Guinevere.” The British Braddon was 
a prolific writer of sensational novels like Lady Audley’s Secret. She also wrote poetry, 
plays, and short stories and edited several literary magazines. Braddon lived with her 
future husband for thirteen years and had five children by him before they were allowed 
to marry when his estranged first wife died. Victorian society shunned Braddon for this 
impropriety, and she, in turn, often satirized the restraining morality of Victorian social 
conventions (Schlueter 48). According to Deborah Wynne’s 1997 article comparing 
Lady Audley’s Secret to Tennyson’s “Audley Court,” Tennyson had a tremendous 
admiration for Braddon. He read all of her sensational novels. Wynne argues that 
Braddon must have had a similar interest in Tennyson, as she draws inspiration from his 
poem for one of her most successful novels (344). One could argue that “Audley Court”
See “The Last Tournament” lines 676-79.
is not the only poem that influenced Braddon when one considers her poem about
Guinevere. First published in 1861 in Braddon’s only volume of poetry, Garibaldi and
Other Poems, “Queen Guinevere” tells the story of a woman not unlike Braddon herself.
Braddon identifies with Guinevere and her struggle with forbidden love and the confines 
of society’s expectations.
In her portrayal of Guinevere, Braddon draws on Tennyson’s description in
“Guinevere.” Like Tennyson’s Guinevere, Braddon’s Guinevere is wracked with a
combination of guilt and longing. Her sinful love of Lancelot has trapped her soul: “How 
wicked love my lost soul is enchaining, -  / As sinful men are chained to torture’s wheel”
(lines 5-6). Both Tennyson’s and Braddon’s Guineveres need to find some place to hide
their shame. In Tennyson’s “Guinevere,” Lancelot offers to take her away with him to 
his castle, but Guinevere refuses. Her guilt is too strong, for she cries “Would God that
thou couldst hide me from myself! / Mine is the shame [...] For I will draw me into
sanctuary, I And bide my doom” (117-8, 120-1). Braddon’s Guinevere likewise moans 
that her only purpose in life, without Lancelot, is “to seek out some solitary spot, / 
Wherein to hide my shame” (35-6). Both Guineveres also feel the added guilt of being 
not only a queen but also a wife. Tennyson’s Guinevere tells Lancelot that she is even 
more culpable than he, for he was single, but she was married. Braddon’s Guinevere also 
feels the pressure of being a wife as she attempts to suppress her love for Lancelot: “Oh, 
fatal passion, that absorbs my life! I Oh, dreadful madness, that consumes my soul! / A 
queen, aye, worse; oh, misery, a wife! / God give me self-control!” (37-40). As Arthur’s 
queen, and as his wife, she must strive to quell her desire.
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At the same time, like Tennyson’s Guinevere, Braddon’s cannot help thinking of 
Lancelot even though it is wrong. In Tennyson, Guinevere vows to repent and not to 
think of Lancelot again, but in the very next stanza she does think of him. She
remembers “the golden days” when she first met him when he came to take her to Arthur
for their wedding (377). Braddon’s Guinevere also conjures an image of her lover: 
“There is a figure that I should not fashion, I Whose form I shape from every changing
shade; I The shadow of my wild and wicked passion, 11 meet in grove and glade” ( 9-12).
She knows it is “wild and wicked,” but she cannot quench this passion for Lancelot. She 
imagines she hears his voice in every noise she hears and sees his face in the stars.
While Braddon draws on Tennyson for inspiration in her portrayal of Guinevere,
she also reacts against him. Braddon’s Guinevere, like Millay’s Elaine, tells the whole
story herself. Braddon is more sympathetic and less judgmental of the title character of 
her poem. For example, Tennyson’s Guinevere recalls a memory of Lancelot from the 
earlier years when “no sin was dream’d,” while Braddon’s Guinevere remembers the man 
she met in “grove and glade” in the height of their passion. Although Tennyson’s 
Guinevere thinks of Lancelot when she vowed not to, her guilt, and Tennyson himself, 
allow her to think of him only before they became impure. Braddon’s Guinevere, 
though, thinks of Lancelot as her lover; she is not too guilty not to acknowledge their 
passion.
Braddon also does not spend as much time in her poem as Tennyson does in his 
focusing on Guinevere’s guilt. Tennyson has Guinevere listen first to the novice’s 
railings against her wickedness and then to Arthur’s. Both accuse her of destroying 
Camelot, infecting it with her sin: “The children bom of thee are sword and fire, / Red
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ruin, and the breaking up of laws” (422-3). In Braddon’s poem, though, Guinevere is not
directly subject to this judgement of others. As the speaker of the poem, Guinevere 
regains power over the narrative, just as Braddon -  the female poet -  regains power from 
Tennyson. Guinevere’s own shame is enough to haunt her, and she needs no one else to 
tell her she has done wrong. But the primary focus of this poem is not her guilt at having
wrecked a kingdom and a marriage but the problem of how she is going to live without 
Lancelot and with her shame. Unlike Tennyson’s Guinevere who, by the end of the
poem, clings to Arthur’s instruction to better her soul so that she can go to heaven and be 
reunited with him, Braddon’s Guinevere longs for death so that she will not have any
more sinful thoughts of Lancelot: “I pray to die, that thou [Lancelot] mayst be forgot; / If 
we forget in death” (27-8). She laments the reality of living without him: “Oh, weary 
earth without my Lancelot! I Oh dreary life bereft of end or aim!” (33-4). Without him, 
she says, she has no purpose. As she wrestles with her passion, Guinevere finishes her 
monologue by praying for both the strength to keep silent and for death (37). Other than 
her one mention of being a wife, this Guinevere never mentions Arthur, what she has 
done to him, or what he would expect of her; Guinevere and Braddon remove him from 
the narrative almost completely. Guinevere thinks only of the shame she herself feels 
and of her longing for Lancelot.
Violet Fane (1843-1905) also focuses on Guinevere’s love for Lancelot rather 
than her guilt in her poem “Lancelot and Guinevere.” The British Mary Montgomerie 
Lamb took the pen name Violet Fane from a character in a Benjamin Disraeli novel.
Fane wrote several volumes of poetry as well as novels and essays between the 1870s and 
1900 (Armstrong and Bristow 664). In her writing, she often criticized the Victorian
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repression of sexuality (665). “Lancelot and Guinevere” was published in her book of 
poetry, From Dawn to Noon in 1872. Fane’s poem directly responds to Tennyson, for it is 
about a wife whose husband is reading Idylls of the King to her. His reading about 
Lancelot and Guinevere produces emotional reactions within her and reminds her of her 
own indiscretion with her own Lancelot. Through the unnamed heroine of her poem, 
Fane reveals her own agreements and disagreements with Tennyson, particularly his 
representations of Guinevere and Lancelot in “Lancelot and Elaine.”
The poem opens with the wife telling her husband to read something other than 
Tennyson; she does not want to hear “the Idylls of the blameless king.”16 She longs to 
hear something “simple” or “tender,” but her husband does not listen; he reads to her 
about Lancelot and Guinevere from the Idylls. As the husband reads the episode in 
“Lancelot and Elaine” in which Lancelot misreads Guinevere’s expressions and therefore 
desires to stay with her instead of going to the tournament with Arthur, the wife admires
the extent of Lancelot’s loyalty to the queen. “She [the wife] loved him [Lancelot] most”
when she hears how the heaviness of his guilty love has scarred his face (line 36). 
Tennyson describes these marks in “Lancelot and Elaine”: “The great and guilty love he
bare the queen, I In battle with the love he bare his lord, / Had marr’d his face, and
mark’d it ere his time” (lines 244-46). The wife seems tom between sympathy for Elaine 
and sympathy for Lancelot. Her sympathy for Lancelot takes precedence, however, for
she admires how loyal he is to the queen, despite Elaine’s tragedy: ‘“Alas! It seemeth 
hard,’ she sigh’d, / ‘That he [Lancelot] should let her [Elaine] love in vain / The hopeless
16 Line 8 in Braddon. This line is very reminiscent of Tennyson. In “Lancelot and Elaine,” Tennyson’s 
Guinevere calls Arthur the “faultless King” (line 121), and the speaker calls him the “guileless King” in 
“Guinevere” (line 84).
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love whereof she died. / But Ah! How loyal to his queen!’” (38-41). The wife’s “But 
ah!” reveals that her deeper sympathies are with Lancelot, possibly because she herself 
fears that an Elaine could fall in love with her Lancelot, as she suggests later in the poem.
The wife, and presumably Fane, reacts most strongly against Lancelot’s claim that
Elaine loved him better than Guinevere. At the end of “Lancelot and Elaine,” Lancelot
sits by the river and muses on how much Elaine loved him: “Ah simple heart and sweet, /
Ye loved me, damsel, surely with a love I Far tenderer than my Queen’s” (1382-84). As
her husband tells this story, the wife inwardly reels at Lancelot’s disloyalty as if she
herself were Guinevere. She vehemently defends Guinevere to herself and lists all of the
things that she endures for Lancelot:
The sneering word, the tarnish’d name,
The galling mask for him she bore;
She heeded not her loss of fame,
And risk’d the queenly crown she wore:
For him she did not scorn to lie
To one whose very life was truth;
She put her robes and sceptre by,
And crown’d him king of all her youth. (61-9)
Guinevere, the wife claims, endures all of the gossip, lies to her husband the truthful 
king, and risks her crown all for love of Lancelot. The lily maid dies for love of him,
while Guinevere must live with her love of him. As she defends Guinevere, the wife
becomes increasingly allied with her. She thinks, “give me the risk, the shame, the sin, I 
The love that can have nought to gain, / Save the fond hope one day to win / A dearer
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link to clasp the chain!” (73-6). Like Guinevere, she would rather live through all of that 
than simply die like Elaine. For the wife, Guinevere is a heroic figure.
The wife then implores her husband to stop reading and she sighs, for she
“share[s] the cross of Guinevere”; she too is in love with someone who is not her husband
(86). The cross metaphor implies that both women, Guinevere and the wife, are martyrs, 
victims of their common predicament. The wife identifies with Guinevere, for she too
fears that, despite all that she has risked, one day her Lancelot will not love her or else
doubt the extent of her love, as Tennyson’s Lancelot doubts Guinevere’s. The wife also 
fears that one day an Elaine, a younger and purer version of herself, will come along and 
win his love. Yet neither these fears nor her husband can dispel her love: “Reader and 
book alike forgot; I She trembles, hearing on the stair I The coming step of Lancelot” 
(110-12). Her trembling suggests some trepidation at his approach, as if she thinks her 
fears are already realized.
Unlike Tennyson, Fane never discusses Guinevere’s love for Lancelot as sinful,
wrong, or wicked. Nor is Guinevere or the wife made to feel guilty for her love. Fane’s
central idea is the extent of the women’s love, how much they will endure and risk for
their Lancelots. The only criticism comes from society, “the sneering word, the tarnish’d
name” with which the world brands them (61). The wife’s guardian angel worries for
her: “Her guardian angel moan’d ‘Alas! / Alas for her! Alas for him!”’ (107-8), but this is 
presumably because she has rashly forgotten both her husband and her fears in the wake
of her love. The moan seems to be for her rashness, not for any immorality. Fane and 
the wife not only view Guinevere with more sympathy than Tennyson, but they also
accept and identify with her infidelity -  something not all of the women writers
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responding to Tennyson could do. Moreover, Fane has the Arthur figure -  the husband -  
play a passive role in this narrative. He attempts to exert power of his wife at the 
beginning of her poem by forcing her to listen while he reads Tennyson, but he stops
reading when she interrupts him, flinging the book upon the ground. As the wife muses 
on her own predicament with her Lancelot, the husband quietly walks away before
Lancelot arrives. Whether he deliberately reads this to his wife to evoke this reaction in
her or to somehow say that he knows about her affair is unclear. What is clear is that
Fane’s Guinevere is not subject to Arthur or Tennyson’s judgement.
As she recreated Tennyson’s Elaine, so did Elizabeth Stuart Phelps recreate his
Guinevere. In 1876 she published the short story “The True Story of Guenever”17 in the 
Independent. As its title implies, Phelps tells the “real” story of Guinevere, which often 
comes in direct opposition to Tennyson’s Guinevere in Idylls. In Phelps’ version, the 
setting is not Camelot but the nineteenth century. King Arthur becomes a carpenter, 
Guenever is his wife who suffers from a toothache, and Lancelot is the bricklayer who
boards with them. In this version, Guenever dreams that she runs off with Lancelot and
then wants to return to her husband, but Arthur will not have her. When she wakes up in
her husband’s arms, she is relieved to discover that she has sinned.
In her depiction of the marriage of Arthur and Guenever, Phelps draws on
Tennyson. Phelps agrees with Tennyson that the two are mismatched, especially because 
Arthur is so nearly perfect. In “Lancelot and Elaine,” Guinevere groans to Lancelot about 
the impossibility of being married to a perfect man:
Arthur, my lord, Arthur, the faultless King,
That passionate perfection, my good lord -
But who can gaze upon the Sun in heaven?
He never spoke a word of reproach to me,
He never had a glimpse of mine untruth,
He cares not for me [...]
but, friend, to me
He is all fault who hath no fault at all:
For who loves me must have a touch of earth. (121-26, 131-33)
Here, Tennyson sympathetically portrays the struggles of Guinevere’s marriage. She can 
never live up to Arthur’s standards, and his very perfection makes him more of the 
heavenly world than the earthly one, thus making him difficult to feel passionate about.
Phelps’ Guenever has the same problem with her Arthur. At the beginning of the 
story, Phelps’ narrator bemoans the clash of personalities in the “traditional” story of 
Guenever -  Tennyson’s. Phelps calls Arthur “the blameless king” in an echo of 
Tennyson and describes him in contrast to the impulsive Guenever: “We see a delicate, 
high-strung, impulsive creature [Guenever] a trifle mismated to a faultless, unimpulsive 
man” (211). In her retelling of the story, Phelps also presents Arthur and Guenever as 
mismatched. They do not understand one another, and this miscommunication is one of 
their biggest problems. She does not at first tell him about her toothache, so he does not 
understand her pain. He does not express his feelings for her, that he likes the way she 
looks sitting in her chair by the fire. When Guenever suddenly asks to be kissed, he does 
not understand her need for passion because she does not tell him. When he sacrifices by
17 Note that in this story Phelps spells her name “Guenever,” but in her later poem, she spells it
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eating the burnt piece of toast himself, he does not complain and she does not know of his 
hidden thoughtfulness for her. Her passionate nature and his goodness do not always
match up well.
Also, like Tennyson’s, Phelps’ Guenever cares for Arthur. Some definite
affection exists between them even if it is not the perfect marriage. Tennyson’s
Guinevere realizes that she loves Arthur at the end of “Guinevere.” After Arthur leaves
her at the convent, she thinks that she does love him for his perfection and should have 
loved him all along: “Is there none I Will tell the King I love him tho’ so late?” (645-6).
She wants him to know before he dies that she does love him. Phelps’ Guenever, too, has
affection for husband. The two cuddle on their chair, and she seeks love from him when
she suddenly asks to be kissed. At the end of the story, Guenever rejoices that she has
never left her husband.
Other than her depiction of Arthur and Guinevere’s marriage, Phelps rejects 
Tennyson’s version of the story. Phelps’ narrator laments the story given to Guenever by 
male authors: “Poor Guenever! After all, poor Guenever! Song and story, life and death
are so cruel to a woman” (212). In the traditional story, Lancelot is rewarded with a 
perfect son who finds the Holy Grail, but Guenever is sorely punished with “disgrace, 
exile, and despair” (212).18 What upsets Phelps the most about Tennyson’s story is 
Guenever’s groveling at Arthur’s feet:
Poor soul! I can never bear to leave her there upon the convent floor. I 
rebel against the story. I am sure half of it was never told us. It must be
“Guinevere.”
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that Arthur went back some autumn day and brought her gravely home. It 
must be that penitence and patience and acquired purity shall sometime 
win the respect and confidence of men, as they receive the respect and 
confidence of God. (212, emphasis in original)
As a woman, Phelps cannot bear to see Guenever groveling at her husband’s feet with no 
hope of being restored as his wife or his queen. She claims that surely Guenever’s 
newfound piety and penitence has won her something. Should she not she be recognized 
or rewarded for her struggle? Phelps argues yes and implies that men, like Tennyson and 
Arthur, would naturally be rewarded for any struggle. Phelps also raises the question of 
authorship. She wonders how we know this story of Tennyson’s is true. She claims that 
the true story of Guenever comes not from a man, but from her washwoman. As to the 
question of which came first, the washwoman’s story or Tennyson’s, the narrator cares 
not: “It is enough that I heard the story” (212). All that matters is that she believes this
woman’s story of Guenever to be the true one, one that does not leave her prostrate on the 
floor. And so she retells the washwoman’s story of Arthur the carpenter, his wife
Guenever, and the boarder Lancelot.
Like Fane, Phelps identifies with Guenever’s sexual needs. She does not present 
Guenever as a wicked, tainted person for being sexual as Tennyson does. Phelps 
describes Guenever as a passionate person who needs sexual excitement in her life.
When Arthur tells her matter-of-factly that she should take some drops for her toothache,
she groans at his unemotional practicality: “What a tiresome manner Arthur had of
18 Phelps does not discuss the fact that Guinevere does become an abbess. Presumably, Phelps would not 
find this attractive. When describing Guinevere’s grim fate, she equates the convent with “solitary 
expiation.”
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putting things! Some Drops, indeed! There was nothing she wanted to take. She
wanted, in fact, to be taken; to be caught and gathered to her husband’s safe, broad 
breast; to be held against his faithful heart; to be fondled and crooned over and cuddled”
(214, emphasis in original). Her sexual desires do not necessarily involve another man; 
she dreams of her husband taking her in this way, but he is not such a passionate man.
Unlike Braddon or Fane, Phelps has Guenever desperately want, not to be with
Lancelot, but to be clean and pure. When Guenever realizes that she has tainted herself 
by running off with Lancelot, she regrets immediately what she has done. She wants to 
go back to her husband and forget it ever happened: “All I want is to go back and to be 
clean. I’ll crawl on my knees to the palace, if I may be clean” (219). While Phelps 
understands Guenever’s sexual needs in running off with Lancelot, she still has Guenever
feel spoiled and immoral by her actions as does Tennyson. She does not mind Guenever 
groveling on the ground as long as her penitence rewards her, as long as she is forgiven.
Phelps’ Guenever grovels at the feet of not Arthur, but of Jesus. As she prays to 
be allowed to go home, Jesus appears to her, forgives her and tells her to go home, but 
Arthur has shut the gates and will no let her in. The Son of God forgives her, but Arthur 
does not welcome her back. Guenever sees that her black footsteps in the snow, the 
traces of her leaving Arthur, have gone: “[the footsteps have] been blotted out by Nature, 
as God forgave them. Alas! Alas! If man were but half as compassionate or kind. [. . .]
If Arthur would but open the door for her in the fair distance. [.. .] The King took no step 
toward the wilderness. The King was mute as death and cold as his own white soul. On 
Arthur’s throne was never more a place for Guenever” (220). If only Arthur would 
forgive her too, then she could go home. However, he does not welcome her back
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because he is “mute” and “cold.” This scene is a criticism of Tennyson’s Arthur, who 
forgives Guinevere very condescendingly but will not take her back as queen or wife or 
even see her ever again. Phelps argues that if Guenever repents and Christ forgives her, 
then why should not Arthur? Furthermore, why should not Tennyson forgive her as
well?
Yet Phelps’ Guenever does not ultimately have to worry about forgiveness, for 
her leaving of Arthur was all a dream, a product of the laudanum she takes for her 
toothache. Phelps cannot bear to have Guenever lie unforgiven out in the snow, so she 
recreates Guenever by never having her leave in the first place. Guenever snuggles in her 
husband’s arms, relieved that it was a dream and that she still has her purity. Phelps’ 
Guenever would rather live with an imperfect marriage than give in to passion and lose 
her prospect of redemption. In her reaction to Tennyson, Phelps can only regain power 
for herself and Guenever by removing the sin that brings upon both Arthur’s and
Tennyson’s scorn.
Phelps published another version of the queen’s story in her poem “Guinevere” 
first published in 1880 in the Independent.19 This poem takes place in the traditional 
setting of Almesbury convent, like Tennyson’s “Guinevere.” Phelps begins her poem by 
again bringing up this question of truth. The speaker of the poem has been reading about
Guinevere in the convent and comments on how “real” stories can be found imbedded in
the original text:
I read to-day
This legend; and if other yet than I
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Have read, or said, how know I? For the text
Was written in the story we have learned,
Between the ashen lines, invisible,
In hieroglyphs that blazed and leaped like light
Unto the eyes. A thousand times we read;
A thousand turn the page and understand,
And think we know the record of a life,
When lo! We will open once again
The awful volume, hid, mysterious,
Intent, there lies the unseen alphabet -
Re-reads the tale from breath to death, and spells
20A living language that we never knew.
Phelps argues here, as she does in her short story, that we do not have to accept the 
traditional stories given to us by men, that if we read between the lines we can find 
another, unspoken story. Reading Tennyson’s “awful volume” alone cannot tells us “the 
record of a life” like Guinevere’s. The stanzas that follow in Phelps’ poem “re-read the
tale” of Guinevere in the convent.
Like Tennyson’s Guinevere, Phelps’ Guinevere attempts to dispel all images of 
Lancelot from her mind. In Tennyson, Guinevere vows to “not ev’n in inmost thought to
think again / the sins that made the past so pleasant to us” (lines 372-3). In Phelps, 
Guinevere tries “to pray I Away all vision but repentance from I Her soul.” And like
19 The original title of the poem was “Afterward.” It was changed when reprinted in Songs o f the Silent 
World in 1891.
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Tennyson’s Guinevere, she has problems doing this. Yet here the similarities between
Tennyson and Phelps’ treatment of Guinevere end. Unlike Tennyson, Phelps regrets that 
Guinevere must be so pious. The speaker calls her a “poor soul” for having to pray 
unending prayers. Like Tennyson’s Guinevere, Phelps’ character falls to the ground, but 
not out of deference to Arthur. She falls from the struggle of her piety, the struggle to
suppress the “buried nature that was not dead in her.” She is shocked to discover that her
“sinful” side has not died and that her hands refuse to fold in prayer and her lips refuse to 
pray. This Guinevere vows to be honest: “I cannot pray! I will / Not lie! God is an
honest God, and I / Will be an honest sinner to his face.” Unlike Tennyson’s Guinevere
who strives to atone for her sins by praying the rest of her life, this Guinevere admits that
she cannot destroy that passionate part of herself, and she refuses to pretend she can.
Tired of praying false prayers, she wants to sing, to be joyful. She wants to believe that 
she deserves some happiness in her life of solitude. She wants to pretend to be “A 
blessed blessed woman, who is fit I To sing because she did not sin; or else I That God 
forgave it for a little while / And does not mind me very much.” As in her short story, 
Phelps believes that something has to give in this horrible position in which Guinevere is 
placed. Either she did not sin, or God forgives her at least a little. And so Guinevere
sings.
In her song, she ponders her situation, her lost crown, and the question of who has 
the right to love her -  only the man who crowns her queen? The song also wonders who
will be with her when she wakes in heaven. Tennyson’s Arthur asks Guinevere to 
cleanse her soul so that they may be together in heaven, and she vows to do so. This
20 All quotes from Phelps’ “Guinevere” come from the Camelot Project Web site
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Guinevere wonders “Whom will a woman see” when she wakes? Will it be Arthur or
Lancelot? If she loved Lancelot more, will she be denied him even in death as well?
This song suggests that Phelps’ Guinevere does not want to wake up to Arthur in heaven 
as Tennyson’s does. Guinevere’s song is her own attempt to recreate her future by
supplanting Arthur for Lancelot.
After her song, Guinevere returns to her prayer, but this time with more honesty,
“for she had naught to say that God might not hear.” She does not want to lie about
herself anymore. While Tennyson’s Guinevere succumbs to Arthur’s judgment and 
devotes her life to atoning for her guilt, Phelps’ Guinevere cannot completely do this.
She still prays and wants to be a better person, but she cannot entirely deny that other side 
of herself that needs joy and passion. Phelps, like Braddon and Fane, acknowledges and 
develops Guinevere’s sexual desire in her recreation of Tennyson’s Guinevere. Through 
her song and her “honest” rather than penitent prayer, Phelps’ Guinevere takes back some 
of the power from Tennyson and Arthur and acknowledges her own right to passion.
Like Phelps, American poet Sara Teasdale (1884-1933) also recreated Guinevere 
in her poem of the same name published in 1911. Teasdale was one of the most popular 
poets in the early part of the twentieth century and won the Pulitzer Prize for poetry in 
1918 (Bloom). First published in her volume of poetry Helen of Troy and Other Poems, 
“Guenevere” is a dramatic monologue that examines Guinevere in the convent. As in 
Tennyson, this Guenevere is highly aware of her current position in society. Tennyson’s 
Guinevere must listen to the unknowing scorn of the young novice who says that “so glad 
were spirits and men / Before the coming of the sinful Queen” (line 267-8). The novice
www.ub.rug.nl/camelot/cphome.stm.
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calls her the “wicked queen” who has ruined the good king and his entire kingdom (207). 
Teasdale’s Guinevere too knows of the world’s scorn. She asks, “What woman’s eyes 
would smile on me” now though they used to smile and dote on her? Society and the
world shun her, for she has lost her crown, broken her vows, and ruined her lover.
Other than their bitter awareness of their present position in the world, however,
Tennyson’s Guinevere and Teasdale’s have little in common. Like Braddon’s poem,
Teasdale’s poem is solely from Guenevere’s point of view, and Teasdale reclaims some 
of the power from Arthur and Lancelot by giving her voice precedence. This recreated 
Guenevere strongly defends herself against the world as if she is trying to defend herself 
against Tennyson’s Arthur. Tennyson’s Guinevere never says a word in her defense or 
even a word agreeing with Arthur while he is there. When he leaves, she concurs with 
his judgement of her and wishes she had loved him before. Teasdale's Guenevere, 
however, does speak and her words do not agree with Arthur’s judgments in Tennyson.
This Guenevere does not believe what the world, and Tennyson’s Arthur, says
about her. Teasdale’s Guenevere sees herself as a victim. She defends herself by arguing 
that she has not changed; she is the same person that the world, and Arthur, used to dote 
on and admire: “I am I No different from the queen they used to love.” Se is the same 
person with the same passions that she has always been. What has changed is their 
conception of her. The world used to see her as an object, something pretty they could 
admire: “I was the flower amid a toiling world, I Where people smiled to see one happy 
thing, / And they were proud and glad to raise me high; / They only asked that I should be 
right fair, I A little kind, and gowned wondrously.” They never saw her for her true self,
21 All quotations from Teasdale’s “Guenevere” come from Arthurian Literature by Women, pages 279-281.
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and now they scorn her. Perhaps Arthur saw her as an object too, and this is why he does 
not understand her. Guenevere then points out that she is “branded for a single fault,” not 
allowed to make any mistakes. Tennyson’s Arthur, remember, is “blameless,” and
Guenevere argues, here, that people do make mistakes. One fault should not make a
person wicked, but Arthur would not understand that because he has no faults.
Guenevere then defends herself against the idea that she did not deserve to be
Arthur’s queen. She argues that the crown was her bom right as the daughter of a king:
“I was a queen, the daughter of a king. I The crown was never heavy on my head, I It was
my right, and was part of me." She implies here that Arthur did not raise her up
undeservingly. Teasdale’s Guinevere attempts to reclaim her power from Arthur by
justifying her right to the throne.
Teasdale’s Guenevere also defends her sexuality. She explains that because
Lancelot made her a woman -  allowed her to express her sexual desires -  she lost her 
crown: “I was a queen, and he who loved me best I Made me a woman for a night and 
day, / And now I go unqueened forevermore.” Not just any man makes her a woman, but
the man who loves her the most, the man who loves her more than Arthur. If one reads 
this poem as a reaction to Tennyson’s Arthur, one can see an implied rebuke to Arthur 
here. Tennyson’s Arthur claims to love Guinevere at the end of the Idyll, but says he 
cannot take her back as wife or queen. Here, Guenevere responds that he did not love her 
well enough. Teasdale’s Guenevere also regrets that her newly found womanhood is the 
cause of her downfall. She defends her right to be a fulfilled woman, and if Arthur would 
not love her the way she deserves, she defends her right for Lancelot to do so.
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Teasdale also breaks from Tennyson concerning her visitor in the convent. 
Teasdale recreates Tennyson’s story by returning to Malory’s version of Guinevere.
Teasdale gives Guenevere back her power from Arthur by having Lancelot come to see
her and not Arthur. While Tennyson’s Guinevere realizes that she loves Arthur at the end
of his idyll, Teasdale’s Guenevere remembers that she loves Lancelot: “I did not know 
my heart could tell his tread, 11 did not know I loved him till that hour.” She does not
fall for forgiveness at Arthur’s feet, but falls from the emotion of seeing Lancelot.
In recreating the story this way, Teasdale, like Braddon and Phelps, rejects Tennyson’s
need for Guinevere’s repentance and instead focuses on the effect her trials have had on 
her feelings for Lancelot. In the last stanza of the poem, Guenevere reveals that her love
for Lancelot has become bittersweet. Her love for him is not the same as before now that
she has lost her husband and her throne. She also regrets that no one is there to pity
either of them: “But none will pity me, nor pity him I Whom Love so lashed, and with 
such cruel thongs.” The poem ends with Guenevere wondering how to live with this 
bittersweet love, not with her wondering how to improve her soul so that she can be
allowed to be with Arthur in heaven. Unlike Phelps in “The True Story of Guenever,” 
Teasdale succeeds in recreating Guinevere’s story without erasing the affair. Teasdale 
keeps the affair with Lancelot, and her Guenevere defends her own right to this passion. 
Not only does Guinevere reclaim her right to passion but also her right to not wallow in 
guilt because of it. Of all of these recreated Guineveres, Teasdale’s is the most 
progressive in the sense that she does not feel guilty. She laments her situation and the 
bittersweet state of her relationship with Lancelot, but she does not feel guilty for having
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loved him. That is the ultimate power play against Arthur and Tennyson -  to not be 
affected by their moralizing judgement and to successfully defend oneself against it.
CONCLUSION
In their recreations of Elaine and Guinevere, all of these women writers have
found what they think is the real story, hidden “between the ashen lines, invisible” in “an 
unseen alphabet” in the original texts of Tennyson (Phelps “Guinevere”). They have
unearthed it and retold these women’s stories with new voices and new sympathy. They
have reclaimed their art for Elaine’s sake, and they have defended their desires for
Guinevere’s. Perhaps the novice was right that “this is all woman’s grief,” for women 
especially respond with emotion to these characters. However, the grief is not that
Guinevere loved Lancelot or that Elaine left her loom, but that they lost themselves in the 
process. Elaine loses her art and her life and becomes nothing more than a beautiful dead 
body for Lancelot and Tennyson to gaze upon. Guinevere loses her love, her husband,
and her crown and becomes a wretched, penitent nun desperately trying to forget 
Lancelot -  forget apart of herself -  as Arthur, and Tennyson, have told her she must do.
As these women writers attempt to empower Elaine, they do the same for themselves. 
They draw upon Tennyson’s characterizations at times, but they are also reacting against 
him. These women writers attempt -  and not always successfully -  to take back the
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power of Elaine and Guinevere’s stories from Tennyson, the male poet, and reassert their 
own right as women artists to tell these stories.
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